Epidermal Langerhans cells--a target for HTLV-III/LAV infection.
Langerhans cells (LC) are bone marrow-derived, Ia+, CD1+, CD4+, ATPase+ dendritic antigen-presenting cells within the human epidermis. Since the CD4 molecule has been implicated as a receptor structure for HTLV-III/LAV (human T-cell leukemia virus/lymphadenopathy-associated virus), we asked whether LC from HTLV-III/LAV-seropositive individuals display signs of HTLV-III/LAV infection. In skin biopsies from 7/40 HTLV-III/LAV-infected persons (1 asymptomatic carrier, 2 patients with acquired immunodeficiency syndrome (AIDS)-related complex and 4 patients with AIDS), LC were the only epidermal cells to react with a monoclonal antibody specific for the HTLV-III core protein p17. A varying percentage of p17+ LC were morphologically altered with blunt dendrites and poorly demarcated cellular contours. In one of these biopsies, the presence of LC-associated viral particles characteristic of HTLV-III/LAV as well as cytopathic changes in approximately one-third of the LC population were demonstrated by electron microscopy. These results strongly suggest that LC may harbor HTLV-III/LAV. The infection of LC with this retrovirus may have deleterious consequences for the immunologic functions of this cell system and may thus contribute to both the acquisition of immunodeficiency and the infectious and neoplastic complications of AIDS.